Quidditas
Volume 21

Article 11

2000

Review Essay: John Kitchen. Saints’ Lives and the Rhetoric of
Gender: Male and Female in Merovingian Hagiography
Isabel Moreira
University of Utah

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra
Part of the Comparative Literature Commons, History Commons, Philosophy Commons, and the
Renaissance Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Moreira, Isabel (2000) "Review Essay: John Kitchen. Saints’ Lives and the Rhetoric of Gender: Male and
Female in Merovingian Hagiography," Quidditas: Vol. 21 , Article 11.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra/vol21/iss1/11

This Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Quidditas by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please
contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Book Reviews

159

fessor Jennifer Miller argued quite persuasively that the author of
La°amon’s Brut may well be Welsh writing in English and at the beginning
of his history, where he introduces himself, he actually geographically
places himself in Wales.1 Other than these minor critiques, the volume
holds a sophisticated array of thorough scholarship.
The Postcolonial Middle Ages is a dense work whose message is clear.
Cohen succinctly outlines in his introduction his plans for the volume and
also his plans for “The Medieval Future” (6). He believes that medievalists
can bring to this theoretical table and open up what the medieval may signify: by thinking continuously about the keywords in the discourse of
postcolonial theory and by “insisting on cultural, historical, even textual
specificity”; “rethink history as effective history, as history that intervenes
within the disciplinization of knowledge to loosen its sedimentation”;
“destabilize hegemonic identities (racial, ethnic, religious, class, age) by
detailing their historical contingency”; “displace the domination of Christianity” and “decenter Europe” (6–7). All these resolutions have in some
way been addressed and accomplished in this volume and Cohen and his
colleagues have sounded off a call to arms to their fellowship medievalists
who as medievalists, can bring a unique perspective to a contemporary
theoretical debate in which their input can literally reshape the field.

Dorothy Kim
University of California, Los Angeles

John Kitchen. Saints’ Lives and the Rhetoric of Gender: Male and Female
in Merovingian Hagiography. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.
255 pp. ISBN 0195117220.
There is nothing modest in the undertaking John Kitchen has set for
himself in this provocative and densely argued monograph. In a sweeping
assessment of the past half century of scholarship on hagiography and gender, John Kitchen writes that “historians, especially those dealing with the
Merovingian sources, showed themselves and continue to show themselves, to be on the whole the most inept group of scholars ever to deal
with the religious significance of the literature.”Among the ranks of the
inept, we learn, historians of gender are the worst offenders, primarily
because they fail to ascribe to a readily identifiable methodology when
using hagiographic evidence. Kitchen, who ascribes to a “history of literature” approach, promises a study of gender in Merovingian hagiography
1Jennifer

Miller, “The View from Areley Kings.”
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which satisfies the methodological precision of Léon van der Essen’s 1907
study of the Merovingian saints of Belgium. The question which he sets
out to answer is this: Is the rhetoric of female hagiographers writing about
female saints readily distinguishable from the rhetoric of male hagiographers writing about female saints? His answer to this question, in short, is
no. However, for Kitchen, the importance of his book lies not so much in
answering this question as it does in exposing the shabby scholarly practices which riddle studies of gender in this period. In what amounts to an
appeal for a return to the solid and unspeculative scholarship of those
working in the Bollandist tradition, Kitchen’s book sets out to test scholarly assumptions about the gendered nature of hagiography in the Merovingian period, and set the direction of future gender studies on a steadier
course. Kitchen’s book is thus set on two paths. The first is a hefty critique
of previous gender studies which used hagiographic material to support
their claims. The second is the publication of his own scholarly inquiry
into gender in hagiography, the fruit of his application of a very explicit
methodology. These two directions are pursued with mixed success. I will
address the second of these first.
There is an elegant clarity to the methodological framework of
Kitchen’s book. Chapters address in turn each component of his inquiry:
the rhetoric of male hagiographers writing about male saints, male hagiographers writing on female saints, and a female hagiographer writing on a
female saint. A major problem becomes immediately apparent, however.
An important claim made by Kitchen is that, unlike previous scholars, he
examines a broad range of hagiographic works to address the issue of gender. This claim is overstated on two counts. The first is chronological: the
Merovingian hagiographies investigated by Kitchen are confined to sixthcentury productions. This is a serious limitation when one considers that
Merovingian writings span over two and a half centuries, and that the seventh century in particular was a century of great hagiographic enterprise.
The second overstatement is that a wide range of hagiographies are examined for the sixth century. While occasional reference is made to other
hagiographies, the clear focus of the book is on the hagiographic productions of three individuals: Venantius Fortunatus, Gregory of Tours, and a
single work by the nun Baudonivia. Kitchen makes a genuine contribution
to the literature here. Kitchen is right to point out that, in general, too
little attention has been paid to the hagiographic works of Venantius Fortunatus as a distinct component in that author’s oeuvre. Furthermore
Kitchen has much of interest to say about Gregory of Tours’ Liber vitae
patrum. However, the writings of these two authors cannot speak for all
issues of male gender in the Merovingian period, nor are their works sufficient to the task of assessing female gender issues in the literature, since
these authors produced only one substantial hagiographic work apiece on
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a female saint. Furthermore, in the sixth century only one hagiography
(Baudonivia’s Life of Radegund) is known to have been written by a
woman. If Kitchen had extended his study to include the seventh century,
he could have included discussion of the Lives of Balthild, Aldegund, and
Praeiectus, all of which have arguably some degree of female authorship.
The deficiency is compounded by Kitchen’s desire to read broad implications about gender into his findings.
Kitchen’s critique of scholarship relating to gender is the overarching
thesis which gives thematic coherence to his book. However, the author’s
presentation of the views of those scholars is often heavy-handed, and
sometimes misleading. For example, he makes the unlikely claim that
Pauline Stafford views the hagiographer Fortunatus as an accurate
reporter of events at Radegund’s convent, an interpretation which is not
borne out by the passage from Stafford’s work cited in the note. In its
appraisal of the field of gender studies overall, the book has a schizophrenic quality due to serious discrepancies between the text and the
notes. In the body of the text Kitchen alerts us to the parlous state of
gender studies when handling Merovingian hagiography. Offending
works are almost ubiquitously referred to as “recent scholarship.” However, many of the studies with which Kitchen takes issue are hardly recent.
In the notes to the book, however, a more balanced picture emerges.
There, Kitchen cites many works which are truly recent, and in many cases
they receive a favorable review. So are gendered readings of hagiography
in the dangerous state that Kitchen would have us believe? Judging by the
text, yes; judging by the notes, no.
One final comment: The decision to include in the index only those
scholars and works which are mentioned in the body of the text is inappropriate in view of the fact that few of the scholars are mentioned by name
in the text. So, for example, a single quotation from Virginia Wolf merits
an entry in the index, but the works of JoAnn McNamara and Suzanne
Wemple, extensively alluded to in the text and cited by name in the notes,
receive only two page numbers apiece, while the works and opinions of
Janet Nelson and Pauline Stafford are not indexed at all.
Kitchen’s call for gender scholarship to be rooted in sound methodology will appeal to anyone who has recoiled at the questionable assumptions sometimes made in discussions of gender in Merovingian literature.
Kitchen’s criticisms are minute and forceful, and a study that consciously
strives to avoid earlier pitfalls has everything to recommend it. The author
is at his best when discussing the works of Venantius Fortunatus and
Gregory of Tours. However, the book has serious deficiencies, especially
when discussing the Life of Radegund. Here Kitchen’s thesis seems to run
aground. His overall claim is that there is no distinctively female expression of sanctity (male or female) in the literature, yet he insists that Fortu-
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natus’ emphasis on Radegund’s asceticism is a distinguishing feature of his
portrayal of a female saint, and that Baudonivia’s preface to her Life of
Radegund is very different from prefaces to the Lives of female saints written by men (Gregory of Tours and Fortunatus). Kitchen’s book makes
some interesting observations about his chosen texts, and I doubt that
anyone will disagree with the view that sound methodology is important,
but ultimately Kitchen’s appraisal of contemporary gender studies is neither as balanced or as clear as he would have us believe.

Isabel Moreira
University of Utah

James Sharpe. The Bewitching of Anne Gunter: A Horrible and True Story
of Deception, Witchcraft, Murder, and the King of England. N e w Yo r k :
Routledge, 2000. 238 pp. + xvi. $26.00.
This learned and absorbing book offers a detailed narrative of one
remarkable and well-documented case of witchcraft. In 1604, Anne
Gunter fell ill, and eventually began to show classic symptoms of demonic
possession, such as going into fits and trances, and voiding pins from various orifices. She accused three women of bewitching her: a woman with
a long-standing reputation as a witch and her illegitimate daughter, and a
married woman who had a reputation for being difficult but who was also
the kinswoman of two men whom Anne’s father, Brian, had been accused
of killing in a fight following a football match several years earlier. Because
of family connections at Oxford, the case was widely discussed there, and
Oxford dons interviewed Anne, supported her father’s claim that she was
bewitched, and encouraged a trial. Charges against the three women
whom Anne accused were heard by assize judges in Abingdon in 1605;
but the judges acquitted the accused. In part because the case had become
so widely discussed, and in part because Anne’s father, Brian, was so
dogged, it didn’t end there. On a visit to Oxford, James I interviewed
Anne. Ultimately, he met with her a total of four times, and referred her
case to Archbishop Bancroft, and his chaplain, Samuel Harsnett, who is
now best known for his exposés of possession cases and exorcisms. Anne
was removed from her father’s house, and she lived in Bancroft’s residence
for some of the time that she was under surveillance. During this time she
was examined by Edward Jorden, a physician known to many students of
witchcraft in this period for the text he wrote attributing one Mary
Glover’s symptoms not to bewitchment but to hysteria or “fits of the
mother.” The appearance of both Harsnett and Jorden in the story bears

